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Paradigm Shifts
"I've Got the Whole Language Backlash Blues"
Article by Dr. Mark Conley

When Ken and Yetta started
Their whole language brew
Not everyone got behind it
Even IRA said: "This just won't do!"*

I piled into the van leaving for the
Tuscon airport. The research conference
was exhilarating. Here we were in the lap
of the whole language movement! There
were many, many creative presentations on
whole language. Some involved videotapes
of kids working together. Others included
real live kids. The sincerity and joy of the
presentations was enough to make even a
grizzled secondary person like me loosen
up and grin. Three "suits" got into the van. I
recognized them as some of the more
"famous" individuals in our profession.
They had spent much of their week
extolling the virtues of whole language.
They were as excited as I was both about
the conference but also about going home.
I wasn't prepared to hear what I was about
to hear.
"How 'bout those California sales!" one
said.
"Yeah, they're going back up again."
replied the second.
"I knew it would happen." said the
third excitedly. "The test scores had to
drop when they threw out the basals and
went to a literature approach. As soon as
those scores dropped, they had to go back
to basals."
"Yeah." said the first suit. "The administrators got scared about the pressure
from parents. They (teachers) should have
known better!"
The irony struck me right away. Here
these guys had spent a week talking up
whole language. Now, they were celebrating its demise in California. Go figure!

I'm now going to date myself. This is
the first time I have been around long
enough to witness the return of a movement in our profession. I was a kid in high
school when Ken and Yetta Goodman
began to work with whole language in the
late 1960's, but I was an English/reading
teacher in the late 1970's when the movement peaked. I started on a Master's degree
in reading when I realized that it might be
important to know something about reading to do my job. I attended Elmira College,
a small private college in southern New
York, known for its brief association with
Mark Twain. There, I met Linda Pratt, a
professor recently graduated from the
University of Massachusetts. Linda had
studied with Rudine Sims who had studied
with the whole language gurus themselves,
Ken and Yetta. It didn't take long to realize
what all of this lineage meant.
Linda ran (and still runs) the college
reading clinic. The clinic was attended by
local kids who were not succeeding in
school. Many of the local schools were
using "intensive phonics" basals. Intensive
phonics basals, as their name implies,
focused almost exclusively on developing
sound-symbol relationships in the early formative years. For many kids, this approach
was effective in giving them a good start.
For many others, the approach simply did

*Sung to the tune of any B.B. King song. Apologies to B.B.
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not work It wasn't that intensive phonics
was inherently evil. Not every kid learns
the same way. When schools operate like
factories, using the same program to educate all children, there are inevitable side
effects, like kids who don't make it.
With these kids, Linda applied the best
of whole language philosophy - see the
kid for who s/he really is, find strengths
and build on them. Linda guided me in
working with one child, Michael, a
Hispanic 10 year old who had failed second
grade three times. Linda told me to read a
book with him first, just to see how he handled print. Michael and I selected a book
together. It was "Harry and the Lady Next
Door." We opened it up and Michael started to cry. Eventually, Michael composed
himself and he began to read: "rrr- an" "lady" "neck - next" He only read words that
he recognized. It became clear after a few
pages that Michael wasn't getting much
meaning out of reading.
We used the language experience
approach to get Michael comfortable with
language again. He was going to Yankee
Stadium later in the summer, so we capitalized on that experience to tell and write
down stories. By the end of the summer,
Michael had written several books on his
own and he was reading some simple basal
stories. When he returned to school, teachers noticed his increased skill and self-confidence and they moved him ahead. With
kids like Michael, Linda and her college
students were often accused of being miracle workers. We knew though, that we
were simply following some solid whole
language principles.

future. By the early 1980's, the Center for
the Study of Reading at the University of
Illinois was king. Research reports, dominated by a cognitive psychology perspective, were pouring out of the Center. All
attention was focused on schema theory
and QAR's. In our state, we were in the
middle of the metacognition revolution,
proud that we had actually spawned a
movement of our own. Little was heard
about whole language. Ken and Yetta kept
up a small newsletter for the faithful, but
conference slots for whole language true
believers dried up. These were dark days
for the whole language, until ...
The late 1980's saw a resurgence of
interest in individual children. Shirley Brice
Heath pointed out inconsistencies between
children's' home and school language experiences. Pat Edwards and others mixed
issues of family, race and ethnicity into the
literacy mix. People in our profession got
re-interested in writing, oral language, and
literature. Whole language was coming
back with a vengeance!
Come with me now to an IRA conference several years ago, in a big city (sorry I
can't remember which one. They all start to
run together after awhile). The basal publishers are setting up their booths. Their
displays look like Roman or Greek
columns left over from some Charleton
Heston/Kirk Douglas movie. In the middle
of the majestic display floor is a sandbox
full of sand and kids' toys. No kids are anywhere to be found, but a guy in a suit tells
me that the publishers will be importing
some kids real soon. A big neon sign blinks
over and over: "Battle-ax Publishers do
whole language too!" Everyone is on the
whole language bandwagon again. This
time, things are a little different. The publishers realize the marketing value of whole
language in reaching masses of teachers
and, most importantly, central office staff

Now, Ken and Yetta told us
Watch out for the miscue news*
Every little kid needs good reading
To stay successful in our schools!
Let me bring you a little more into the

* Miscues are language variations children make when reading orally. Some do not interfere with meaning
(e.g., child reads "car" when the page says "auto"). Some indicate that the child may not be getting meaning
from print (e.g., child says "thunk" when the page says "skunk"). Yetta Goodman and others pioneered a system for analyzing children's miscues (Goodman & Burke, 1972).
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ing to recount with friends just which ones
are in our past!
Robert Scholes, a noted linguist, writes
about our very human need to invent language and, yes, create movements to
understand things (Scholes, 1989). We are
locked in an ongoing struggle to organize
ourselves around a group of labels ( e.g.,
whole language, process writing, metacognition, KWL) all in our quest to understand.
The only problem with this very human
activity, observes Scholes, is that language
is as imperfect as reality is changeable.
Consequently, whenever we think we
understand something, reality shifts, time
marches on and what we think we know,
we really don't know anymore.
And so it goes with movements in reading. We trot out whole language, mull it
over at conferences for a few years, and
then the backlash begins. Something
newer, fresher or "more effective" comes
along to take its place. It's always an
either/or proposition too. Either you are
doing whole language or you're not. You're
a basal fanatic or you are not. Either you're
doing right by kids, or. . . In extreme cases,
movements and backlashes against them
divide us in the classroom. I was witness to
this exchange in a middle school staff
lounge:
"Hey, I'm doing a process writing lesson 4th hour today. Want to come in during
your planning hour and watch?"
"I'm into content area reading. I don't
do that process writing crap!"
So, how do we handle the vicious cycle
of movements and backlashes? Scholes
gives some good advice. He says we could
profit by taking time to compare and look
across the movements that come along. To
grow as a profession, we need to study the
best and the worst of what we do. We need
to make our evolution in the profession a
little less "either/or," embracing instead the
understandings that come from our ongoing experience.

who purchase materials. It's grass roots
with a price tag, the curious juxtaposition
of power to the people and money that also
characterized some of the 1960's counterculture movement. It's American marketing
at its best. I take a moment and wonder
what Linda Pratt is doing now. (Her reading
clinic still has the same whole language
focus, though it has moved out into the
schools).
A publisher done told me
He liked whole language as a rule
He picked up a basal reader
Where I could get into the
movement too!
Oh, I've got the whole language
backlash blues!
Harold (Hal) Herber retired this year.
What does Harold Herber have to do with
whole language? Not much. Who is Harold
Herber? He is known by some as the father
of content area reading, one of the giants in
the field. (Did you ever wonder why we
always hear about fathers but never mothers of reading movements?) They had a big
party for him last October. In the midst of
good wishes from everyone assembled, Hal
said something that stuck with me:
"I have spent my career dodging the
pendulum that swings in education."
What Hal said has a lot to do with
whole language and why I have the backlash blues. Whole language, like so much in
our profession, is a movement. The problem with movements, is that they often
come in with a bang and then, if you'll forgive the analogy, they're flushed into oblivion before we have really had a chance to
appreciate them. Some movements are
mercifully killed off (remember the Initial
Teaching Alphabet?) Only rarely do movements come back And when they do, the
language may be the same, but the movement isn't quite what it used to be. It's not
that I object to movements. I have joined a
few in my day. It is sometimes embarrassMI CHI GAN R EAD I NG J OU RN AL
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I think back often on the work of people
like Linda Pratt and Harold Herber. Both
were products of a movement (or, in Hal's
case, actually started one). Movements got
them into the profession and defined their
work But each also has what Hal calls core
understandings and values. This is the core
of our profession, always present in movements, sometimes hidden but the real
power behind our passion for children, language and books.

Anyway, that's what I call "The Whole
Language Backlash Blues."
Now that I've shared some serious
thoughts with you, allow me a final riddle:

Question: What do you get when you have a
paradigm shift?
Answer: Oh, about 20 cents!
I know it's a bad pun, but I've been wanting to say it for a long time. Thanks for letting me give you my 20 cents this year. Have
a great summer and I'll see you in the Fall.

We could learn a lot from each other
Could start a movement to see us
through
Let's not wait too long to do it
A consultant will find something else
for us to do!
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Oh, I got the whole language
backlash blues!
Seems we never stay with something
long enough
To really find out the truth
There's always something better to do
There just ain't no way around it,
I got the who-o-ole language
backlash blues!
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